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MEMORANDUM
To:

NASCOE Membership

From:  
Hunter Moorhead
Subject:  
Fiscal Year 2016 Appropriations Bill/Report 
Date:  
January 16, 2016
The below information details NASCOE’s legislative accomplishments which are included in the fiscal year 2016 agriculture appropriations bill and accompanying report.  Our collective advocacy efforts have allowed us to protect recent accomplishments and funding levels. 
 

From a technical standpoint, the “bill” language below becomes actual public law.  The House Report, Senate Report and Joint Explanatory statement provide direction to the Executive branch.  The House and Senate report language is approved unless specifically addressed by the Joint Explanatory Statement.  
	2015 Funding
	President’s Budget 
	2016 Funding
	Final vs President

	$1.510 B
	$1.498 B
	$1.510 B
	+$11.936 M


Fiscal Year 2016 Bill Language:

For necessary expenses of the Farm Service Agency, $1,200,180,000: Provided, That not more than 50 percent of the $129,546,000 made available under this heading for information technology related to farm program delivery, including the Modernize and Innovate the Delivery of Agricultural Systems (MIDAS) and other farm program delivery systems, may be obligated until the Secretary submits to the Committees on Appropriations of both Houses of Congress a plan for expenditure that (1) identifies for each project/investment over $25,000 (a) the functional and performance capabilities to be delivered and the mission benefits to be realized, (b) the estimated lifecycle cost, including estimates for development as well as maintenance and operations, and (c) key milestones to be met; (2) demonstrates that each project/investment is, (a) consistent with the Farm Service Agency Information Technology Roadmap, (b) being managed in accordance with applicable lifecycle management policies and guidance, and (c) subject to the applicable Department’s capital planning and investment control requirements; and (3) has been reviewed by the Government Accountability Office and approved by the Committees on Appropriations of both Houses of Congress: Provided further, That the agency shall submit a report by the end of the fourth quarter of fiscal year 2016 to the Committees on Appropriations and the Government Accountability Office, that identifies for each project/investment that is operational (a) current performance against key indicators of customer satisfaction, (b) current performance of service level agreements or other technical metrics, (c) current performance against a pre-established cost baseline, (d) a detailed breakdown of current and planned spending on operational enhancements or upgrades, and (e) an assessment of whether the investment continues to meet business needs as intended as well as alternatives to the investment: Provided further, That the Secretary is authorized to use the services, facilities, and authorities (but not the funds) of the Commodity Credit Corporation to make program payments for all programs administered by the Agency: Provided further, That other funds made available to the Agency for authorized activities may be advanced to and merged with this account: Provided further, That funds made available to county committees shall remain available until expended: Provided further, That none of the funds available to the Farm Service Agency shall be used to close Farm Service Agency county offices: Provided further, That none of the funds available to the Farm Service Agency shall be used to permanently relocate county based employees that would result in an office with two or fewer employees without prior notification and approval of the Committees on Appropriations.
House Report

Information Technology Waste.—GAO and USDA’s OIG have issued reports that highlight poor program performance in the past and uncertainty regarding USDA’s capacity to effectively manage IT acquisitions in the future. Auditors found that the Secretary halted further development on the MIDAS program after spending almost $500 million for nearly a decade on planning and development of this critical system. This investment of time and limited resources has resulted in the delivery of about one-fifth of the functionality intended for twice the projected cost. While the Secretary has highlighted saving hundreds of millions of dollars on IT, the Committee notes that MIDAS is a prime example of government waste and inefficiency. MIDAS is still expected to cost another $330 million over the lifecycle of the project, yet the system will have severely reduced capacity. The total cost will equal almost three times the original projections. 

GAO noted that problems with MIDAS were due to the lack of implementation of USDA and Farm Service Agency (FSA) program management policies and best practices covering key disciplines such as requirements for development and management, project planning and monitoring, system testing, and executive-level governance. Following project stoppage, the Department has been exploring other options—at an additional cost to taxpayers and time spent on these modernization efforts—to provide the functionality that USDA had promised Congress and the agricultural community, including a modernized acreage reporting system and an online office for American farmers and ranchers to access. Given the lack of IT leadership demonstrated by the Secretary on the MIDAS investment, the Committee remains concerned as to whether the Department will be any more successful with IT acquisition activities moving forward than it was in the past with MIDAS. The Committee includes statutory language that places spending controls on both MIDAS and other IT acquisitions. 

Budgetary Reductions.—FSA has submitted consecutive proposals for significant annual budget savings through ‘‘operational efficiencies’’ with little detail for achieving these goals. FSA proposed nearly $80 million in reductions for fiscal year 2016. While the Committee adopts some reductions for 2016 over fiscal year 2015, this is a reflection of the increased need in fiscal year 2015 for farm bill implementation. The Committee is also cognizant of remaining balances from the additional $100 million in mandatory funding provided through the 2014 farm bill that supplements these reductions in 2016. In particular, the Committee does not accept the proposed savings for non-Federal workers or other personnel savings, and the Committee supports full staffing levels for non-Federal workers. The Committee provides for proposed increases in IT while requiring stringent oversight in the bill through the Comptroller General. As the Committee noted in fiscal year 2015, FSA is directed to provide detailed documentation and data when proposing such significant savings in future budget requests. 

Beginning Farmers and Ranchers.—The Committee does not fund requested increases for Beginning Farmer and Rancher programs. This is due to a lack of coordination and strategy across the Department per USDA OIG report 5060–0003–31. USDA already spends $332 million on these programs. The Committee directs the Secretary to implement the recommendations of the OIG before requesting further increases in funding. 

International Food Aid Commodity Reports.—The Committee directs FSA to make publicly available reports detailing U.S. Commodities purchased for international food aid similar to those published in fiscal years 2010 and 2011. These reports identified U.S. international food aid by type, country, program, value, and region. The Committee also directs FSA to include the amount, value, destination, and type of commodity shipped by U.S. port of origination. 

Proposal to Close County Offices.—The Committee expects FSA to complete its workload study of FSA county offices and an independent review to examine the study before FSA closes any offices. The Committee directs FSA to complete this study promptly and includes statutory language preventing the closure of these offices. 

FSA IT.—FSA’s management of certain IT projects has produced increased costs, bloated budgets, and inaccurate budget estimates. These projects include the MIDAS program and increased or inaccurate charges from the National Information Technology Center, for which costs have tripled since fiscal year 2014. The agreement includes statutory language that allows FSA to release funds for farm program delivery IT projects only after review by the GAO and approval by the Committees on Appropriations of the House and Senate. The roadmap submitted by FSA in fiscal year 2015 was the first step to bringing accountability and guidance to almost a decade of mismanagement. In this regard, the GAO and the OIG are recommending that FSA establish a plan to guide the agency in adopting recognized best practices and in following agency policy. The GAO also recommends that the agency adhere to specific practices within key management disciplines before proceeding with further system development. FSA is directed to continue quarterly briefings in writing for the Committees on Appropriations of the House and Senate regarding all IT projects and activities related to farm program delivery. 

Federal Geographic Data Committee (FGDC).—The Committee urges FSA to explore further cooperation on technologies that could benefit American agricultural conservation practices and crop yield through FGDC partners, including the National Aeronautics and Space Administration and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. 

Senate Report

Algae Aquaculture.—The Committee encourages the Farm Service Agency to consider algae aquaculture in awarding establishment and maintenance funding under the Biomass Crop Assistance Program. 

Continuous Conservation Reserve Program.—The Secretary is strongly encouraged to, within the total acreage made available for enrollment in the conservation reserve program and without reducing the periodic availability of general signup, enroll, to the maximum extent practicable, acreage for activities included in the State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement practice or other similar administratively established wetland and habitat practices that benefit priority fish and wildlife species identified in State, regional, and national conservation initiatives with a priority for initiatives that provide large blocks of cover ideal for wildlife nesting. 

Information Technology.—The Committee remains dedicated to ensuring FSA has reliable and functioning IT systems for optimal customer service, but the agency’s investments and strategy in recent years have returned cost overruns and poor performance. As such, the Committee recommendation includes a decrease of $10,000,000 for Modernize and Innovate the Delivery of Agricultural Systems [MIDAS]. The Committee remains concerned that despite continued investments in FSA IT generally, and MIDAS specifically, the agency lacks leadership and a clear path forward. Without shown improvement by the agency, the Committee cannot continue to provide the full amount for information technology requested in the budget. 

Recently, the Office of Inspector General [OIG] and the Government Accountability Office [GAO] undertook systematic reviews of MIDAS and both reports outlined egregious and unacceptable practices undertaken by FSA during the design and implementation of MIDAS. This ultimately resulted in the decision to cease development, modernization, and enhancement activities. As OIG revealed, despite investing $444,000,000, MIDAS is 2 years overdue and approximately $140,000,000 over budget. This stems from ineffective project management and oversight on the part of FSA. FSA has failed to deliver a modernized, secure, and integrated IT solution that was promised to Congress and the agricultural community. 

The Committee remains concerned by the GAO report that found USDA and FSA did not follow their own policies, and despite known weaknesses, management allowed the program to move forward. GAO also acknowledged that FSA ‘‘lacks the demonstrated capacity to manage successor programs’’ and ‘‘the agency has not established plans to improve its management’’. This is not an acceptable use of tax payer dollars. The Committee continues statutory language that allows funds for IT to be obligated only after the Secretary meets certain reporting requirements. Per OIG recommendations, the Committee directs the Secretary to obtain a third-party analysis to determine if the current enterprise solution provides the necessary functionality and is the most cost effective modernization solution. The Secretary is directed to report to the Committee by October 1, 2015 on this effort. 

Marketing Assistance Loan Program.—The Committee directs the Secretary to operate the marketing assistance loan program in a way that encourages redemption and minimizes forfeitures of loan commodities to the Federal Government, and enables the orderly marketing of loan commodities throughout the year. Further, the Secretary shall ensure that the marketing assistance loan program remains a viable tool for all producers to use in marketing loan commodities freely and competitively. 

National Agriculture Imagery Program.—The Committee recommends that funding shall be allocated to purchase imagery products to meet programmatic requirements. 

Conference Agreement – Joint Statement of Managers:

FSA has submitted consecutive proposals for significant annual budget savings through "operational efficiencies" with little to no detail for achieving these goals. Despite these proposals, the agreement recognizes the important services that FSA provides across the country and maintains level funding for FSA, and specifically does not accept the proposed savings for non-Federal workers or other personnel savings. The agreement also supports full staffing levels for non-Federal workers. Furthermore, FSA is directed to provide substantial detailed documentation and data when proposing future budget requests. 
The agreement directs the Farm Service Agency to complete the directive related to international food aid commodity reports in H.Rpt. 114-205. 
FSA's management of certain information technology projects over the past several years has resulted in cost overruns and poor performance. FSA has failed to deliver a modernized and integrated IT solution for farm program delivery that was promised to Congress and the agricultural community. The agreement includes statutory language that requires the Government Accountability Office to review, and the Committees to approve a plan for expenditure for IT projects. FSA is directed to continue quarterly briefings in writing on all IT projects related to farm program delivery. 
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The Rothenberg & Gonzales Political Report/Roll Call Race Ratings for House, Senate and gubernatorial contests are categorized to reflect the degree to which one party or the other is projected to win. 
Competitive House Races

Republicans are in a strong position early in the cycle to retain their House majority, holding 224 seats currently rated safe and with just 31 seats in play on the entire map — 23 of those held by Republican members. Democrats would need a net gain of 30 seats to reclaim control, but there are a number of competitive contests that could provide an opportunity for them to chip away at the House GOP's historic size.
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2016 Senate Race Ratings

Democrats need a net gain of five Senate seats for a majority, and the 2016 map could work in the party's favor. There are 24 Republican seats up this cycle, and seven are in states President Barack Obama won twice. Democrats have 10 Senate seats up this cycle, including two in the battleground states of Colorado and Nevada.
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